LESSONS LEARNED FROM SERVICE LEARNING DIRECTORS

WHO HAVE DEVELOPED STRATEGIC PLANS

The following is a summary of responses from 8 service learning directors who have developed strategic plans for their office or for institutionalizing civic/community engagement throughout the University. The responses were collected via email, teleconferences and in person interviews in October, 2006.

What benefits resulted from engaging in a strategic planning process?
· It brings all the voices together.

· It provides important focus to our efforts, especially given the broad nature of our work and limited resources.

· It helped us move from an office with a bunch of programs with no obvious connections to a more coherent effort. Everything was in crisis mode without a clear mission.

· It can help with program evaluation, annual reports and calendaring event s for the year, applying for funds (including Call to Service) because you know your direction and priorities.

· It keeps our main goals and objectives at the forefront and can help us make decisions on what to take on, or what does not fit with  our priorities, what may need to be replaced  for a new initiative to be taken  on. 

· It gives you an opportunity to have the conversations, ask the hard questions, and educate people about the value of your work.

· It provides a foundation to support staffing transitions.

· A plan makes our work transparent. It provides direction for collective action. It educates the campus and the community about what our office plans to accomplish.

· It allows us to be more proactive and less reactive to the myriad of project possibilities that arise.

· When it is done collaboratively, participants experienced a slightly or very different way of working together. Shared decision making in the plan brought more support and buy-in for implementing the plan.

· The process and the plan help you take the long laundry list of ideas of all you could do, and transform it into a small set of strategic initiatives that will help you move closer to your ideal vision.

· One provost was going to take the service learning office into a direction the office did not support, until he better understood their revised mission.

· Involve people who understand the work, but aren’t fully supportive of it.

How did you choose which strategic planning format to use (e.g. vision, mission, goals…)?

· Some used the format the facilitator/consultant suggested. Some had a format provided to them by their university who was undergoing a series of departmental strategic planning processes, along with a larger institutional strategic planning process. 
· Caution from one campus: If you try to be too structured at the beginning, you lose a lot of good input. As frustrating as it is, try to keep structure as free as possible to get the ideas then get a few people  to put it in a format. Better to not say “we need 3-4 goals.” Instead, ask about what is important.  Otherwise the format wags the process.

· One campus wanted to see how their strategic directions, goals and objectives fit into the Furco matrix as a way to operationalize it.

· One campus focused just on clarifying their mission because they were entering into a significant transition phase. They will now continue their planning process by creating a vision and set of larger goals.

How much time can I expect this process to take?

· It will likely take more time than you expect or want.

· We were able to get a significant amount of the work done in a series of several meetings and a retreat (many used this approach). 

· One director said a day-long meeting was too much. Half day with a meal is better for people to be able to stay engaged.

· Individual, small group and informal meetings were also held to get input and feedback on the plan before and after the retreat.

· The process often took 6 months, a year, or longer.

· Scheduling was one of our biggest challenges!

What are some of the challenges in developing a strategic plan that is user-friendly, not something that gets left on a shelf?
· It is important to be mindful of the tension between a need for clear direction from the plan and a broad enough plan that allows space for flexibility, change, priorities coming from outside your office, etc. 

· The plan should “hang together.” In other words, the goals should help make the vision a reality, the strategies/activities should help you accomplish the goals. They all flow from and to each other.  

· Stay manageable, determine what is do-able.  Don’t promise more than you can deliver.

What are the benefits and challenges of using an outside facilitator?

· We had a business faculty member who understood the university but not necessarily service learning. We were forced to explain what we do and that was good.

· Using a facilitator lets us be full participants.

· We took turns as facilitator. I recommend you have an outside facilitator.  It’s hard to facilitate when you are in the process

· One campus used a faculty member as the facilitator and would do it differently next time. Having a facilitator who is a faculty member in the institution and had a specific perspective was limiting. A facilitator with a broader perspective and who could be responsive to all stakeholders, especially the community, is important. 

What are some of the strategies you used to gather input outside the group involved in the on-going strategic planning meetings?

· Community Partner  Colloquium, Faculty/Community Partner Institutes,  United Way meetings, one-on-one interviews with President, VPs, Deans,  student leader/coordinator retreats, SL advisory committees,  email survey to large group of faculty.

· Involving community partners helped them better understand the infrastructure in the university that can create barriers to community engagement  (e.g. RTP). They also brought a different view and understanding of what the community needs.

· Campuses did not report strategies for directly involving community members (people who students are serving with) in some aspect of the planning process. Some expressed interest in doing this in the future. Others expressed concern about the challenges of involving community members. Some indicted their perspectives were represented in the community agency staff who were involved. Another commented on the benefit of getting information from community members first-hand.

Should our plan include all we do, or only new or strategic initiatives?

· Some campuses reported only new initiatives in their plan, some reported a combination of new and on-going initiatives. Some reported on-going initiatives that were going  to be expanded, or have a new dimension. 

· Some campuses were concerned the plan would be too long if they included all they did (particularly offices responsible for community service e and service learning felt this way).

What other suggestions would you offer someone just beginning the planning process?

· Keep the planning group small and manageable (ranged from 5-12 who were involved in an on-going way).

· Create the expectation that the plan will go through several drafts by core stakeholders before completion and allow time for it.

· Someone has to stay on top of the process or it can get bogged down.

· Revisit the plan often.

· Have a strategy for sharing the plan (suggestion to have one-on-one meetings to share it, rather than just distributing it).

· Be sure to celebrate the good, hard work of your team!

